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Pilgrimage
The boy walked up and down the narrow aisles of the greenhouse, taking care not to touch any of the green
masses that created his path. He was at eye level with the spindly tendrils that reached past their boundaries, tickling
his smooth cheek as he continued on. His small hands were moist, for it was humid in this place. The sun, muted
by the thick green panels of the roof, burned only as a fuzzy ring far above.
The next row was speckled with crimson bursts within the endless green, and he knew that he was getting closer.
The boy dug into the pocket of his jeans and extracted a worn piece of paper, folded many times over. He unfolded
the grimy page carefully. The brown creases were beginning to pull apart. He studied what he saw, brushing aside
the snaky bud of a spider plant that had reached across his chest, irritating his sweaty, bare stomach. He smelled
the wax ofthe crayons on the paper. It reminded him ofschool. For a few moments his heart beat faster, then returned
to normal. As near as he could tell, he was in the right row. This path continued beyond the length of any others,
the red flowers extending as far as he could see. He looked down again at the paper, finding the symbol for red
flowers. Nodding, he traced with a dirt-fllied fmgernail the row ofred flowers on the paper. He paused as he came
to a new symbol. He compared this symbol to the key and discovered that it stood for purple flowers.
He began walking again, keeping the map open in his hand as he moved further and further down the aisle. The
row seemed to be getting narrower, or the plants seemed to be getting bigger. The boy wasn 'tsure which. He stopped
when he got to the point where all the other rows ended. To his right and to his left, the green rows were stopped
by oblong glass windows, bottle-green like the roofbut clear. The glass was covered outside by more green, mingled
with thin ropes of brown. The boy recognized grapevines from the time he and his grandmother had gone into the
woods behind her house to collectthe vines for wreaths. He looked at the map again, then stepped over a small bump.
He had to duck his head, for where the other rows ended, huge hanging plants were suspended from the ceiling.
Almost immediately the air was cooler. Still the boy sweated. The green sun was gone, replaced by the long leaves
of the new ceiling. The row seemed to go on forever. The boy slowly continued down it.
Suddenly, on his right, he noticed bunches of purple flowers. He wondered why he hadn't seen them earlier,
when he had looked down the entire aisle. But this thought passed quickly, for he had come to his destination. He
bent over and sniffed the purple flowers. They smelled as he expected, just like the ones that had been in his mom's
kitchen. And then, turning over the map, he lowered himself onto a small wooden stool that was nearby. He read
the crayoned printing on the opposite side of the map. He dido't need to. It made him feel better to see the familiar
handwriting--especially the huge bubble-dotted i's that identified it as his mother's.
The boy folded the worn paper carefully, again, into its original size. He shoved it quickly into his tight pocket,
tearing off a piece of one of the comers. He left it there, in his pocket, promising himself he would repair it later.
He took a deep breath, then grasped one of the largest purple flowers. The sturdiness of it surprised him, for
it looked so delicate. He wondered why his mother had always told him not to touch them. With his free hand he
took another, pulling apart the green leaves beneath the blooms. He twirled around to the opposite side and pulled
two out at the same time. Soon he had as many as he could hold. His knuckles were white underneath the soil that
covered them. He hoped he had enough.
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The boy looked at his bunch of flowers, then buried his face in them. The petals felt velvety against his nose.
For a moment, he shut his eyes tightly. He heard the shiny leaves shuffling against one another. It felt as if they
were closing in around him. The smell ofpurple blossoms was stronger than ever. He hugged himself, digging small
fmgernails into his skin. He felt his stomach flip-flop, as if he were doing a somersault.
Slowly. he opened his eyes. The leaves were still very close, surrounding him in a waxy blanket. The air seemed
clearer, free of the heavy, choking mist that he had breathed before. He drank the air in huge gulps as he began to
look around. To each sideofhim, everything looked the same. Hecould not see much through the leaves surrounding
him. He wasn't sure where he was. The map had ended at this point. A feeling began at the pit of his stomach, and
began to gnaw its way up toward his throat. Into his mind flashed a quick, wink-of-the-eye thought of the camp that
he had gone to for four days when he was six, the first time he had ever been away from his mom for more than a
day and Gosh! did he want her right then and especially he wanted her bad right now. He bit his lower lip hard. and
placed one of his shoes on top of the other. The rubber soles squeaked as he fidgeted them back and forth. He closed
his eyes as hard as he could, as if he could trap behind the lids the tears that threatened to come. He stood that way
for a long time, trying to swallow over the lump that blocked his throat.
The rustling of leaves in front of him caused the boy to open his eyes quickly. He looked up and saw, framed
by green, the aged, beautifully worn face of his grandmother. She smiled gently as she extended her hand to him.
His hand was covered by the larger, wrinkled one. Never had a hand felt so good to him. He heard her kind voice
speaking softly, "Come, Mark, we must be going now. We are late." She led him down the green tunnel.
The sun had crossed to a more comfortable angle in the sky, and it wasn'tnearly as hot. The boy walked solemnly
behind his father, his small chin tilted just a fraction ofan inch lower than usual. Still, his shoulders were proud and
there was a straightness to his back that caused many a head to turn close to the next ear and whisper My! Isn't this
a bmve young man. And then they would shake their heads. The boy nervously fmgered the cellophane tape on the
old piece of paper deep in his pocket With his other hand, he offered the bunch ofpurple flowers to the outstretched,
waiting hand. The boy's hand brushed slightly across his mother's fmgers, the fIrSt time in years that he had touched
her.
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